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Back a mile ago Frank had taken the exit for Carl’s 
Junction and his Ford Taurus had followed the curve 
down the incline to the access road. Starling had pushed 
back her long red curls that needed trimming and had 
noticed Frank glance at the gold band of his Seiko glim­
mering in the afternoon sun. She knew Frank liked to 
show the watch off, sometimes by tinkering with it while 
he talked. Their evening together was just starting and 
Starling had already thought of Charlie, (of all things) of 
how his pickup truck was always so bouncy. Charlie 
didn’t know about her situation either, but he had called 
about a week ago and said that he really wanted to see 
her, but his company was sending him to Louisiana for 
a while to work on some rigs. He didn’t know how long 
he’d be gone.
Last night on the phone Starling had confided to her 
sister, June, about how kind and sweet Charlie is—at 
least when he’s around. “Listen kiddo, I’ve got to go, my 
kids just came in the door.” Starling had caught her sis­
ter off guard, but since the two sisters had always been 
t
close, June had called right back. As usual, Starling’s sis­
ter cut right to the bone, “If you’re in trouble, what’s 
wrong with Frank. He’s an accountant isn’t he?”
( Starling could hear her sister pause just long enough to 
‘ blow cigarette smoke out of her mouth. “Charlie’s just a 
roustabout isn’t he?” Starling had rolled her eyes. She 
knew where this was leading; their dad had worked on 
oil rigs a long time ago. “You know how Dad used to 
smell, like skunks.” Starling didn’t think Charlie smelled 
that bad, he had piercing blue eyes and a thick head of 
light blond hair, muscles too for someone who didn’t lift 
weights. After they made love, he would cradle her like
a newborn. Frank had dead brown eyes. Starling didn’t 
care for the fact that he was going bald either. They had 
only been to bed twice, and Frank had always finished 
long before she had and had fallen asleep right afterward. 
Charlie took his time.
Frank’s Ford Taurus had traveled from Forest Bend, a 
town about 8 miles south of Carl’s Junction. Starling 
Blake lived in Forest Bend in a 1973 model trailer in the 
Blue Bird Trailer Park down on Oak Street. She worked 
evenings as a cashier at the Dairy Dell Truck Stop out on 
Highway 40. She’d met both Frank and Charlie while 
she was working there. As the Taurus hums up the hill 
going into Carl’s Junction, Starling begins toying with 
the idea of having a drink once they get there; just to 
break the ice, even though she knows, being pregnant, 
it’s probably a bad idea. When they begin to pass 
Victorian homes that are the trademark of the town, 
Starling hears the voice of her mother, Marge, who had 
died almost ten years ago, “Women shouldn’t drink at all 
if they’re at risk of breast cancer.” Though not a drinker 
herself, Marge had unbuttoned her own blouse as evi­
dence and shown Starling the ugly scar.
The Ford’s tires mumble over the brick streets of 
downtown. They pass buildings with plate glass bay win­
dows displaying antiques, pastries, or other items for 
sale. Just ahead, the street dead ends at an old court­
house that has been refashioned into a mini mall. 
Marble statues guard the building’s entrance way. 
Beyond the courthouse is a lawn and a thin line of newly 
planted maple trees. Beyond the trees, a hill covered 
with brush gently slopes downward. At the bottom, 
fields of wheat and scattered groups of homes extend 
until the earth curves and meets the sky. Frank pulls the 
car to a stop across the street from the courthouse. The 
building facing them is Miss Mary’s Bordello and 
Respectable Shoppes which now sells shampoos, body
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lotions, and soaps. “That’s where we’re going?”
Frank motions to the Yellow Star Saloon next door. 
“No, there.”
Starling can hear the sound of piano ragtime. She 
raises an eyebrow and frowns. The look is meant to tell 
him she wants to go somewhere else, but he takes it 
wrong. “I told you it’d be a surprise.” Reluctantly, 
Starling follows him through the huge doorway of the 
saloon.
As they had when she was on the phone last night 
with her sister, Starling’s eyes roll. She notices the high 
ceiling inside the saloon. A mirrored bar stretches across 
the length of the room. Mismatched antique tables and 
chairs rest on a floor of inlaid blue and white marble 
squares. Couples sit at tables along the windows. 
Starling notices a man seated by the window next to the 
doorway. He’s wearing a full length black duster coat 
and puffs a cigarette slowly. Across from him, another 
man strokes a thick mustache impatiently. This one 
wears a pair of brown leather chaps and a black cowboy 
hat. On the table where the two men sit rests a sawed off 
shotgun. The barrel is pitted and scratched—yet pol­
ished. Starling feels a chill ripple down her back.
“Let’s sit over there,” Frank points to the empty table 
behind the men with the shotgun. Starling begins to 
wonder if this is a joke Frank’s set up, but she decides he’s 
too dull to do such a thing. It seems strange that he 
wants to sit next to a table with a big gun on it when 
there are so many empty seats in this place. Considering 
what her sister had said, Starling doesn’t want to ruin her 
chances. She follows him—unhappy even with the way 
he walks. On their way to the table she notices the walls 
are covered with animals. On a wooden shelf over the 
bar, the frozen stance of a fox waits, deciding if he should 
run or fight. Next to the fox, hangs a deer’s head. A 
thick layer of dust covers the deer’s eyes. It reminds her
of the way she had felt when she found out she was preg­
nant.
“I thought you might like sitting next to the window; 
you can watch the sunset.” Frank says.
They take a seat at the table behind the gun. But as 
much as she tries, it’s impossible to forget about the 
weapon on the table in front of them. Starling thinks 
back to the girl crying in the hallway in the 6th grade. 
The girl’s Daddy hadn’t checked to make sure the gun 
was unloaded.
A waitress stands in front of Starling and Frank, a tall 
girl dressed in an old fashioned barmaid’s dress wearing 
an ostrich feather in her hair. “I’ll have a C.C. on ice, 
and, Starling?”
“I’ll have a Bud, I guess,” she considers, could a sip 
of beer really do that much harm? Taking a deep breath 
and a glance out the window at the thin line of trees 
across the street, she realizes, she probably just needs a 
drink. How else would she ever have enough courage to 
tell Frank the baby is his? “I had a dream about you last 
night, she begins...”
“Oh really.” Frank smiles, his right hand, fiddling 
with his watch again.
“We were cats and we licked a chair and the more we 
licked the chair, the more the color changed. Our owner 
thought we were painting the chair a different color, and 
made a big deal about it.” Starling always loved trying 
to sort out her dreams, trying to make sense of them in 
some way. After awaking from the dream she had real­
ized that maybe it meant she should give Frank some 
kind of a chance—like her sister had said.
“I see.” Frank smiles, letting go of his watch.
Starling tries to enjoy the pinks and reds of the sunset 
but she wishes more than ever she were with Charlie sit­
ting here. No, Charlie wouldn’t have come to a place 
like this; Charlie would have wanted to go to the base­
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ment in his brother’s house, be there alone with her, and 
split a six pack of beer. Starling wants to be there now, 
but instead, she sits in a crazy wild west place with 
Frank, staring at the barrel of a sawed-off shotgun.
“Look at the menu.” Frank says, while Starling imag­
ines the shotgun going off in her face and everything 
going dark. She can feel Frank nudging her in the arm 
with the edge of the plastic covered menu. She takes it 
and finds a list of sandwiches, onion rings, and fries. 
After a few sips of beer, she finally has the courage to 
whisper to Frank, “I don’t like them just leaving a gun sit 
out like this.”
“Relax, it’s just a prop, they use blanks.” Frank whis­
pers as the waitress arrives and takes their food order— 
hamburgers, fries, his rare, her’s well-done.
The men who own the shotgun stand up as if getting 
ready to leave. Starling notices that each wears a sidearm 
as well. More surprising, the man with the chaps on, 
pulls his pistol out and begins to load it. He nods a 
drunken nod as if to answer yes, to a question that was 
not asked, stares down at the open chamber of his gun, 
and in the process, bullets begin to drop out on the floor. 
The man places his gun back into his holster, loses his 
balance briefly, then gets down on his knees and runs his 
hands along the floor for stray bullets. The other man 
searches as well.
The hamburgers arrive, but Starling’s stomach feels 
tight under her rib cage. The smell of the food nause­
ates her. “Excuse me.” Starling exits, walks down the 
length of the bar, and follows the pointing fingertip of a 
sign directing the way, through a hallway that leads to 
the bathroom doors.
The women’s room is painted red inside and Starling 
leans against the wall. The room seems to turn. Starling 
puts her hands on her face and slides to a squatting posi­
tion. She lets out a whimper hoping no one will hear.
Minutes pass. She closes her eyes and waits. The porce­
lain sink feels cold and the tap squeaks and chokes as it 
opens. The cool water feels good on her face.
Exiting to the dining room, she sees Frank sitting 
alone, smiling, wiping his mouth. All that’s left of his 
meal is the bit of rare hamburger juice that had bloodied 
his fries. The men and the guns are gone. Starling apol­
ogizes. “I felt a little sick.” she explains, and tries to take 
a bite of her hamburger. It tastes burnt and dry. It’s 
almost night outside. In the distance, there are many 
tiny dots of light across the valley.
“Well, relax, have a sip, I ordered you a Tequila 
Sunrise instead of that beer. You looked like you need­
ed something stronger. Anyway, I need to tell you some­
thing, Starling. It’s stupid it’s taken me so long.”
“Well,” she says, deciding whether this is a good time 
to interrupt him, a good time maybe to tell him about 
the baby and try to leave out the part about how she 
knew it had to be his.
Frank gulps his whisky. He stares at her and breaths 
deeply, “I don’t know how to say this really,” he pauses, 
“I don’t think w e...” he begins, but she doesn’t quite 
hear him say the rest; instead, she notices the wall next 
to their table in the saloon—a wallpaper pattern of tiny 
blue blocks spaced about an inch apart over a yellow 
background. One block has a tiny red streak running 
though it; not a pen mark or a blotch, but a tiny, notice­
able flaw.
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